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progress	 to	 date	 and	 consider	 future	 challenges.	Drawing	 insights	 from	 the	UK	 programme	 of	
quango	 reform	 ,	as	well	as	 similar	developments	 in	 Ireland,	we	 identify	 five	new	 challenges	 for	
governments:	‘regulating’,	‘managing’,	‘reconciling’,	‘co‐ordinating’	and	‘reflecting’.	
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Ahead	of	 the	2010	general	 election	 significant	 attention	was	directed	 to	 the	 issue	of	 ‘quango’	
reform	 in	 the	 UK	 –	 a	 term	 that	 refers	 to	 bodies	 or	 ‘agencies’	 which	 sit	 at	 arm’s‐length	 from	
government	and	either	provide	public	services,	arbitrate	or	advise	the	government.1	Parties	from	
across	the	political	spectrum	proposed	a	radical	agenda	for	reform	that	would	variously	shrink	
the	 size	 of	 the	 state,	 reduce	 budgets,	 increase	 efficiency,	 improve	 accountability	 and	 enhance	
transparency.	The	ambition	of	and	consensus	for	change	in	this	area	was	clear.	Five	years	on	from	
2010	it	appears	that	the	coalition	government	have	had	significant	success	in	inducing	reform	
(Cabinet	Office,	 2014;	Dommett,	 Flinders,	 Skelcher	 and	Tonkiss,	 2014).	The	number	of	public	









into	 practice,	 but	 the	 process	 has	 been	 far	 from	 smooth	with	Minister	 for	 the	 Cabinet	Office,	
Francis	Maude	arguing	‘[i]t	wasn’t	easy	–	it	was	prosaic,	painstaking	work	but	together	we	saw	it	




map	the	barriers	 to	reform	and	to	consider	 issues	 for	 the	 future	(within	and	beyond	the	UK).	
Through	 this	 process	 we	 identify	 five	 new	 challenges	 captured	 by	 the	 terms	 ‘regulating’,	
‘managing’,	‘reconciling’,	‘co‐ordinating’	and	‘reflecting’.	
Such	 inquiry	 is	 vital	 because,	 as	 Flinders	 and	 Skelcher	 pointed	 out,	 quangos	 remain	 ‘an	
indispensible	 part	 of	 the	 state’	 (2012,	 p.327).	 Even	 the	 coalition	 government,	 who	 were	
committed	 to	 reducing	 the	 number	 and	 expenditure	 of	 public	 bodies,	 have	 created	 new	
organisations	 including	 the	 Office	 for	 Budget	 Responsibility,	 the	 National	 Crime	 Agency	 and,	
perhaps	most	notably,	NHS	England	–	which	in	2014	received	£95,873,000,000	in	funding	from	





possible	 to	 find	new	and	better	ways	of	doing	 things.	All	organisations	are	















the	UK	 as	 the	Conservatives,	 Labour	 and	 Liberal	Democrats	 announced	plans	 to	 scrap	public	
bodies	and	reform	the	governance	of	the	state.	Once	in	office	the	Conservative‐Liberal	Democrat	








sponsorship	 of	 these	 bodies	 was	 overhauled	 (Flinders	 and	 Tonkiss,	 2014).	 This	 approach	
accorded	 with	 the	 rationale	 that	 reforms	 were	 not	 about	 structures	 but	 about	 services,	 and	





size	 of	 the	 public	 bodies	 landscape	 (which	 looks	 exclusively	 at	 one	 category	 of	 quango,	Non‐
Departmental	Public	Bodies	(NDPBs).	This	report	gathers	data	on	UK‐wide	quangos,	as	opposed	
to	those	within	devolved	administrations,	and	hence	does	not	consider	bodies	which	solely	relate	






cumulative	 spending	 reductions	 by	 the	 end	 of	 March	 2015	 (Cabinet	 Office,	 2014a,	 p.4)	 with	











reform	 agenda	 had	 neglected	 significant	 numbers	 of	 other	 ‘quangos’.	 Executive	 Agencies	 and	
other	 ‘off	 stage’	 bodies	 (which	 possess	 the	 characteristics	 of	 quangos	 but	 are	 not	 formally	
classified	as	such	due	to	quirks	of	history)	were	not	considered	and	hence	the	scope	of	reform	
was	limited	–	raising	questions	about	the	extent	to	which	it	would	produce	fundamental	change.	







on	 small,	 low	budget	 advisory	 bodies;	 detailing	 how	 ‘the	 vast	majority	 of	 large	 and	powerful	
quangos	have	not	been	affected’	(2012,	p.331).	As	such	their	article	raised	questions	about	the	







produce	 the	 desired	 improvements	 in	 accountability.	 The	 authors	 examined	 the	 impact	 of	
drawing	 functions	 closer	 to	 ministers,	 discussing	 how	 transparency	 and	 accountability	 can	
actually	be	undermined	by	such	measures	by	reducing	opportunities	for	external	scrutiny.	In	this	










how	the	centripetal	 logic	of	 the	 ‘public	bodies	 reform	programme’	can	be	reconciled	with	 the	
centrifugal	 logic	 of	 reforms	 in	 other	 sectors	 (most	 notably,	 but	 not	 exclusively,	 in	 the	 health	





types	 of	 body	 exist.	 There	 are	 overlaps	 and	 blurring	 between	 categories.	
Accountability	 arrangements	 and	 reforms	 so	 far	 have	 been	 ad	 hoc	 (Public	
Administration	Select	Committee,	2014,	p.3).	








The	context	of	quango	reform	 in	 Ireland	bears	similarities	 to	 the	British	case	(unsurprisingly,	





public	 service.	Their	 report	noted	 the	variety	of	 governance	and	accountability	arrangements	
Irish	quangos	were	subject	to	and	recommended	a	‘new	governance	framework	in	respect	of	State	










for	 example,	 commercial	 state‐owned	 enterprises),	 a	 longitudinal	 database	 of	 Irish	 agencies	
estimated	a	peak	of	almost	360	agencies	was	reached	in	2008,	meaning	the	initial	reduction	target	
was	 approximately	 12%	of	 the	 agency	population.	An	 initial	 rash	of	 agency	 terminations	 and	
departmental	absorptions	in	2008	and	2009	–	also	largely	small	advisory	bodies	with	minimum	
budgetary	spend	–	resulted	in	only	15	of	the	41	bodies	closing,	and	with	political	energies	focused	






end	of	2012	 [and	nominating]	 another	46	Bodies	 for	 critical	 review	by	 the	end	of	 June	2012’	
(DPER,	2011,	p.52).	The	plan	attested	that	the	government	would	‘further	rationalise	the	number	
of	State	Agencies	and	Departmental	bodies	to	streamline	service	delivery,	 increase	democratic	










statistics	 reveal	 there	 has	 been	 a	 reduction	 in	 numbers	 and	 financial	 savings	 with	 DPER	
concluding	that	‘measures	affecting	more	than	90%	of	the	bodies	to	be	merged	or	rationalized	
are	 completed,	 and	when	 the	 remainder	 are	 fully	 completed	 there	will	 be	 181	 fewer	 bodies	




























































































































Secondary	 Legislation	 Scrutiny	 Committee	 raising	 concerns	 over,	 amongst	 other	 factors,	 the	




until	August	19th	2013	(Skelcher,	2015).	 In	Ireland,	many	of	 the	more	substantial	 Irish	agency	












been	 cut	 by	 as	 much	 as	 40%	 in	 some	 cases,	 and	 DPER	 has	 relied	 on	 already	 hard‐pressed	















example,	 despite	 a	 clear	 pledge	 to	 implement	 sunset	 clauses	 made	 by	 central	 government,	
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Such	 developments	 indicate	 fundamental	 change	 that	 is	 likely	 to	 have	 positive	 long‐term	























well.	 The	 portrayal	 of	 agencies	 as	 unnecessary	 or	 undesirable	 appendages	 to	 an	 otherwise	
rational	central	administration	undermines	the	role	and	extension	of	state	capacity	they	offer.		In	
a	similar	vein,	the	plea	for	uniformity	in	how	quangos	are	governed	and	held	to	account	across	
government	 fails	 to	 appreciate	 that	 there	 are	 benefits	 to	 diversity	 and	 flexibility	 in	 agency	
governance.			






















In	 some	 respects,	 therefore,	 the	 process	 of	 agency	 rationalisation	 has	 led	 to	 a	more	 complex	
environment,	with	 increased	number	 of	 actors	 and	veto	points.	 Ensuring	 coordination	 across	
these	actors	will	therefore	be	necessary	as	part	of	any	future	reform	agenda.		
Reflecting	
Finally,	 the	 considerable	 energy	 and	 resource	 that	 has	 been	 committed	 to	 the	 agency	
rationalisation	process	over	the	last	number	of	years	deserves	reflection.	Engaging	in	what	has	
effectively	been	a	‘stock‐take’	of	agencies	has	yielded	important	information	about	the	scope	and	
form	of	 state	activities,	 and	how	savings	could	be	made	with	minimal	 impact	 to	services.	The	
process	of	‘stretching’	public	organisations	to	achieve	more	with	less	and	to	engage	in	mergers	or	
termination	 has	 also	 demonstrated	 considerable	 capacity	 to	 adapt	 to	 changed	 political	 and	
economic	 circumstances.	 	While	 senior	managers	 in	agencies	might	have	 learned	much	about	









	 Challenge	 Recent	Developments		 Ongoing	Relevance	





new	 bodies	 and	 expand	 regulation	 to	




Need	 to	 entrench	 new	 management	
practices	and	be	sure	to	balance	autonomy	
and	control	




that	 recognizes	 the	 value	 of	 agencies	 and	
creates	a	sense	of	common	purpose	
4	 Co‐ordinating	 Greater	 diversity	 in	 the	 type	
and	 governance	 	 of	 arm’s‐
length	 bodies	 due	 to	 agency	
reform	 and	 wider	 process	 of	
government	rationalisation	
Need	 to	 coordinate	 activity	 across	 new	
boundaries	and	between	different	types	of	
organisation	
5	 Reflecting	 Significant	 reform	 effected	 at	
great	speed	
Need	 to	 learn	 lessons	 and	 reflect	 on	 the	
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